ABSTRACT: Honey consumption is influenced by many factors such as health benefits, product characteristics, or demographic and sociological characteristics. The aim of the research was to identify factors that influence the volume of honey consumption, consumers' purchasing intentions, as well as to define the consumer profile in Romania, Italy, and Serbia. The research was conducted in the period from 2014 to 2016 through a questionnaire. The statistical significance of the difference in the consumption of honey in Serbia (Province of Vojvodina), Italy (the Province of Lombardy, which geographically resembles Vojvodina) and Romania was investigated. For the selection of a representative sample, random selection method was used, and the obtained data were processed using the SPSS program. The strongest motives for honey consumption were the satisfaction related to the taste honey provides and the perception that it is a healthy food. The chi-squared test showed that there was a significant difference among the countries in terms of demographic and economic characteristics of consumers, trends, and tendencies in the consumption of honey and sociological characteristics of consumers.
INTRODUCTION
Honey is becoming an increasingly popular product among consumers. It plays an important role in the field of medicine, pharmacology, food industry, cookery, etc. Honey is used for medical as well as beauty purposes (Yeow et al., 2013) . Honey is considered a tasty product and a product beneficial to the health of most respondents (Pocol and Bolboacă, 2013; Jakšić et al., 2018) . Awareness of the connection between food and nutrition with health has become one of the important aspects for consumers, which influences their purchase decisions (Magnusson et al., 2001; Bogoeva, 2018) . Honey is a product with very rich symbolism and it is present in all cultures, but its consumption is a variable category. It is, therefore, necessary to identify the wishes and expectations of consumers, which must correspond to the perception they have about this product (Haderbache and Mohammed, 2015) . Consumer education to adopt a healthy lifestyle can significantly contribute to an increase in honey consumption (Pocol and Bolboacă, 2013) . Ignja-tijević et al. (2015) analyzed the level of honey production in Serbia and indicated that in the period from 2001 to 2013, it amounted to the average of 4 173 tons. The demand was satisfied by domestic production, and the remaining quantities were intended for export. In the analyzed period, there was an increase in exports, which points to a trend of growing demand in the international market. The health benefits of honey consumption are one of the factors that are expected to increase consumption (Plavša et al., 2011). The research showed that the average annual consumption of honey per capita in Poland is 0.60-0.62 kg per person which is significantly higher than the average consumption in Romania (Pocol, 2012) , amounting to barely 0.37 kg, although Romania is one of the largest producers in the EU. The EU-25 average is 0.7 kg per person. The annual consumption of honey among surveyed households is 1.32 kg per person. Only 20.6% of respondents reported that they consumed honey every day, while almost 39% of respondents said they consumed honey only occasionally. A study conducted in France in 2000 by AFSSA (Volatier, 2000) showed that the average consumption of honey in France was 0.438 kg per capita per year (the total population), or 2.556 kg per capita (consumers). The total estimated annual consumption of honey in Saudi Arabia per capita ranges from 0.46 kg to 11.3 kg, with amounts to 4.5 kg on average. This average consumption of honey per capita is relatively high compared to other countries. The average annual income of Saudi Arabia (around $ 27 000 per household) is high and one of the reasons for higher consumption of honey, in addition to their customs and culture. The average price of honey in Saudi Arabia is $ 73 per kg which is 10 times higher than the average price of honey in the US and EU.
The consumption of honey is influenced by various factors, whether in terms of product characteristics or demographic and sociological characteristics. Consumption, or purchase of honey, is determined by different factors, of which quality is in the first place. Other factors that influence purchase decisions are important: health benefits, brand reputation, packing, and price. However, it should be also noted that color, brand, design, and image play an important role and influence the behavior of consumers and their purchasing intentions. With the increasing size of the market, consumers' demands are increasing as well, so honey producers have to search for new approaches and to learn to understand the "need to increase consumer satisfaction with products in order to build consumer loyalty" (Yeow et al., 2013) . The suitability of honey for use is very important and points to the potential of purchasing and consumption, but also to possible barriers to purchasing (Stolzenbach et al., 2013). According to Pocol and Bolboacă (2013) , consumers prefer honey from local, traditional systems, because they give them more confidence (Pocol and Bolboacă, 2013) . Education, occupation, and age are factors that significantly affect consumer preferences regarding the value of honey in the NorthWest region of Romania. Although Romania is one of the leading EU honey producers, it sounds paradoxical that there is no consumption culture for this product, so honey consumption is lower than in other European countries (Pocol and Bolboacă, 2013) . Honey is mostly consumed by those with higher education, or by those with high professional status, as well as by the category of a population between 26 and 50 years of age. Consumers prefer honey from local production systems. Rare types of honey are actually very tasty and well-accepted among consumers, but they are not so popular and consequently less represented in consumption (Pocol, 2012) . Murphy et al. (2000) , conducted a study of Irish consumers' preferences for their honey. The results showed that the most important factors for consumers are the price and texture of honey, then the packing, the name of the manufacturer and the color of honey.
There is a trend of growing honey consumption in Romania, as well as a reduction in the number of people who never consume it. Most of the respondents (88%) still consider the honey to be good for their health. Price can be considered as a limiting factor for the purchase of ho-ney since monthly income in Romania is in most cases below the EU average (Pocol and Bolboacă, 2013) . Elderly people, lowlevel-educated people and the unemployed think honey is an expensive or luxurious product.
The study conducted in Romania by Arvanitoyannis and Krystallis (2006), suggests that more than 70% of respondents buy at least 500 g of honey within a threemonth period. They mostly buy acacia honey and lime honey directly from the manufacturer or at the market places. Key motives are the following: medical benefits of honey consumption; dietary quality of honey; an ethical character of honey; and fitting of honey into health food consumption lifestyle. The most important factors for the consumers are the purchase of prices and the quality of honey, and very little attention is paid to the label, warranties, brand name and country-of-origin sign (Arvanitoyannis and Krystallis, 2006). Ćirić et al. (2015) finds that the consumers in Serbia, who buy the largest quantities of honey, buy from 0.33-1 kg of honey on monthly basis. The profile of honey consumers in Serbia is persons age 20 -40, with high education, from three-member and four-member households, with revenues between 501-1000 euros (39.4%) and 1001-2000 euros (36.4%). Honey consumers are people who take care of their nutrition partly or completely, who regularly or occasionally exercise, or engage in some kind of physical activity, or people who lead a healthy lifestyle. The strongest motives for the purchase of honey are its taste and the perception of honey as a healthy food. Honey is bought all year round, and the only statistically significant reference group that has an impact on purchasing decisions is the family, while most respondents make a decision on their own.
The aim of the study was to identify factors that influence consumers' intention to buy honey, as well as to define the profile of honey consumers in Romania, Italy and Serbia. For this purpose, the study examined consumers' perceptions, their purchasing intentions and the extent of honey consumption. The study of honey consumption provides useful information that can be used to improve the marketing strategy. The results will enable professionals to better understand the current situation in terms of consumer behavior that influences the consumption of honey, identifying key issues and possible solutions.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

Location of experimental research
Based on the study by Ćirić et al. (2015) and Pocol and Bolboacă (2013) , we have conducted a study of honey consumption in Serbia, Italy and Romania. The survey was conducted in the territory of Italy in several locations in the province of Lombardy, from October 2015 to March 2016. The survey covered 610 consumers of honey and 169 respondents who do not consume honey. In Romania, the survey was carried out throughout the country from December 2015 to March 2016, on a sample of 553 consumers of honey and 27 non-consumers. The survey of honey consumption in Serbia (the Province of Vojvodina), was conducted in the period from the end of 2014 to May 2015. In Vojvodina, the study covered 472 consumers of honey and 28 non-consumers. The authors decided to research the existence of a statistical significance in the difference in honey consumption in Serbia (the Province of Vojvodina) and Italy (the Province of Lombardy, which geographically resembles Vojvodina) and Romania. The random sample method was used to select a representative sample.
Questionnaire related to sociological characteristics of consumers
A survey questionnaire was compiled with three sets of questions. The first group included economic, demographic and sociological characteristics of consumers. The second group of questions included 6 questions related to trends and preferences in honey consumption. The third group of questions consisted of 5 questions related to sociological characteristics of consumers, i.e. to the leading of a healthy lifestyle of honey consumers.
Statistical analyses
The survey was created using the Google Forms. Replies were automatically recorded in a unique excel table, making the survey anonymous and efficient, since no question could be skipped. Data processing was performed using the SPSS statistical data analysis tool (IBM Corp 2017, 25.0. Armonk, New York). Descriptive statistics were used for a detailed analysis of phenomena. The chi-squared test in this investigation was used to determine whether there was a significant difference between the expected frequencies and the observed frequencies, where it was assumed that the null hypothesis was true.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Profile of honey consumers
Respondents from Serbia consisted of both men and women, with women being more represented (60.4%). In Italy, the sample of respondents also consisted of men and women, with women being more represented (59%). In Romania, the sample was made up predominantly of women, with even 67.8% (Table 1 ).
In terms of age, respondents from Serbia consisted mostly of the population aged 20 -40 years. Population under the age of 20 represented the minimum 1.7%, while the population over 50 years of age represented only 8.1%, which should be taken into account when defining the age profile of buyers. The research sample in Italy consisted mostly of the population aged 31 -50 years (59.2%). Population under the age of 20 was not represented, while the other two age groups 50-59 and 20-29 were represented with 33.6%, which should be taken into account when defining the age profile of buyers. In Romania, the most represented group was between 20-40 years of age (80%).
High participation of younger age groups of respondents, a group under the age of 20 and a group aged 20-29, indicated high awareness and level of education about the importance of consuming honey, and regarding the fact that 3-4 member families are predominant, it means that the family members adopt healthy lifestyle and take over their parents' habits.
The research sample was dominated by gra-duated and high school population, but there was also a relevant number of respondents with other education (MA, PhD), which is also important for defining the customer profile.
Considering that in the research sample the respondents with higher education were predominant, it is not surprising that the average household income was higher than the average income in Serbia, Romania and Italy. In Italy, most of the consumers have income from 2001-4000 euros. The income of most Romanian consumers was either less than 500 euros or from 501-1000 euros, which is very similar to the structure in Serbia.
In the research sample conducted in Serbia, two-member, three-member and fourmember households were equally represented. In the research sample from Italy, two-member, three-member and fourmember households were equally represented, while there was also a significant share of one-member families. In Romania, three-member households and fourmember household werre the most represented (65.5%), while two-member households participated with 16.5% in the sample and the share of families with 5 and more than 5 members was significant (12%).
The majority of the surveyed population in Serbia consisted of either those living with children (37%) or those living with parents in a household (32%). In Italy, there was a high participation of families that were without children and parents. This indicates that the reason for consumption of honey is not caring for the health of a family member, but primarily as a result of care for one's own health. Still, 58% of families have children or live with their parents, so the other motive was also present. In Romania, as many as 46.3% of the respondents live in the same household with their parents, so we think that their elderly family members take care of their health, or they buy honey as a result of caring for a family member. Also, significant percentages (27.7%) were households without children and parents and those respondents take care of their own health.
Trends and habits in honey consumption
From the obtained results, we noted that of the total number of honey-consuming respondents in Serbia, 30.5% of them buy honey once a month, 42.8% once in 3 months, while 27.1% of the respondents buy it only once in a half year period, which means that their consumption of honey is quite small. In Italy, 35.2% of the respondents buy honey once a month, then 31.3% once every three months and 33.4% once every six months (Table 2 ). We noted that there was a very uniform structure of users in all three categories. In Romania, 37.8% buy it once a month, 45% once in three months and 17.2% once in a six month period. We noted that the most important category included respondents who buy honey monthly and quarterly.
The results of the research pointed to the fact that the strongest tendency of consumers from Serbia was to purchase a package of 1 kg (56.1% of the respondents). 32% of the respondents buy a 500-g pack, while only 11.9% of the respondents buy a 250-g package. The results of the research indicated that the highest preference of consumers in Italy is towards purchasing 250-g packages (42.8%). Around 21% of the respondents buy 1-kg package, while 36.4% of the respondents buy a 500-g package. In Romania we obtained the following structure. The large percentage of the respondents (35.8%), pays less than 5 euros per kg of honey. In Italy, 70.2% of respondents pay between 5-10 euros for one kg of honey. In Romania, the structure is similar in the category 5-10 euros (even 69.6%), while there is a much higher percentage of those who pay honey less than 5 euros (22.4%).
By summing up the responses of the respondents from Serbia to the question of where they buy honey, we conclude that the purchase from producers is predominant (44.3%) and on market places (35.6%). In Italy, 45.6% of the respondents buy directly from producers, and even 34.6% of the respondents buy honey in supermarkets. In Romania, honey is predominantly bought from producers (79.6% of respondents), and also at organized exhibitions (10.5%) by a certain number of respondents.
Linden honey, regarding its consumption, does not belong to the category that has a predominant position on the market. Acacia and meadow honey in comparison to the lime honey are much more represented in the consumption among the surveyed population in all three countries.
Sociologic characteristics of honey consumers
The majority of respondents use honey because they love and consider it as a healthy food. The consumer structure is similar in all three countries. Motives for honey consumption are, on the one hand, the satisfaction about the taste honey offers (60%) in Italy, 57.7% in Romania and 53.8% in Serbia. A common opinion is that honey provides medical benefits, so the response structure is: in Italy 31.3%, Romania 36.2% and Serbia 37.3% (Table  3) . The majority of respondents buy honey throughout the year, while a significant number of them use honey during the winter. The consumer structure in Italy and Serbia is very similar; while in Romania 85% of users buy honey throughout the year which represents the right consumption. It can be concluded that honey is a product that is bought throughout the year in accordance with consumers' taste preferences, as well as with their lifestyle that is reflected in health concerns. The obtained results showed that a purchase decision of an individual is influenced by two main groups -families and friends. While the majority of respondents make the purchase decision on their own, which is most likely associated with the fact that due to the long-term purchase of products from the same producer, they do not need any information in the decision-making process, so they skip the stages of information gathering and evaluating alternatives and make the routine purchase decision.
In Italy, as many as 59% of the respondents claimed that they have healthy nutrition, 39.7% said they have a partially healthy nutrition, which, in addition to the high share of those who regularly or occasionally exercise, points to the leading of healthy lifestyle. In Romania, there were more respondents who said that they have partially healthy nutrition and who exercise periodically, which means an opportunity for education and improvement of knowledge about healthy lifestyles. In Serbia, as much as 59% of respondents think that they have a healthy nutrition, and 56.8% of them occasionally exercise, while 40.9% think that they have healthy nutrition and even 30% regularly exercise. The obtained results indicated that in all three analyzed countries honey consumers make a purchase decision by themselves. In Romania, the suggestion of family members plays an important role. The Chi-square test showed that there was a significant difference between genders (X 2 (2, N = 1635) = 10.70, p = 0.005); Age difference (X 2 (12, N = 1635) = 469.59, p = 0.000); Educational difference (X 2 (8, N = 1635) = 348.51, p = 0.000); difference in number of family members (X 2 (12, N = 1635) = 77.77, p = 0.000); difference related to with whom they live in the household (X 2 (6, N = 1635) = 220.79, p = 0.000). There is a statistically significant difference between the countries in terms of demographic and economic characteristics of consumers (Table 4) . The Chi-square test showed that there was a significant difference in the frequency of the purchase of honey (X 2 (4, N = 1635) = 49.61, p = 0.000); difference according to package size (X 2 (10, N = 1635) = 1675.71, p = 0.000); difference in price per kilogram of honey (X 2 (4, N = 1635) = 119.86, p = 0.000). There was a statistically significant difference between the countries when it comes to trends and preferences in honey consumption.
The Chi-square test showed that there was a significant difference in the opinion whether the respondents have healthy nutrition (X 2 (4, N = 1635) = 136.36, p = 0.000); whether they exercise regularly (X 2 (4, N = 1635) = 62.139, p = 0.000); whether they buy food in organic food shops (X 2 (6, N = 1635) = 871.525, p = 0.000); a difference whether they like honey or use it because it is healthy (X 2 (6, N = 1635) = 170.941, p = 0.000); a difference according to the time of consumption of honey in terms of the seasons (X 2 (8, N = 1635) = 107.082, p = 0.000). There was a statistically significant difference between the countries when it comes to sociological characteristics of the consumers.
A honey consumption survey should consider the following characteristics: honey consumer characteristics, product price and consumer income, as well as habits in the consumption of honey. When it comes to the characteristics of honey consumers, the research showed that both men and women were represented in a high percentage, which is in line with the results of the research study conducted by Ćirić et al. (2015) for Serbia, while in Malaysia the participation of women was much higher (Yeow et al., 2013 ).
According to the age structure, in Italy dominated people with 30-49 years of age, in Romania and Serbia, people from 20 to 39 years, which is in line with the results of Pocol (2012) , who reported that consumers of honey in Romania are 26-50 years of age. In fact, recent results showed that the age limit of honey consumers has shifted towards a younger age, which is certainly a positive tendency. Increased use of honey among younger consumers is related to the increased awareness of the care for their health as well as to the leading of healthy lifestyle, which is in line with the findings of Sanitas Prais and Houthakker (1971), Pocol 2015) stating that consumers of older age consume honey in a small percentage. The reduced participation of older consumers can be explained by the sensitivity of this group of respondents to the price of the products and lower income in relation to the employed population. Since the total sample is dominated by families in which the respondents live with their parents, then the reduced participation of older customers can be explained by the fact that the purchases are performed on their behalf by their employed children, who are middle-aged persons. Elderly people do not use the Internet and other modern media very much, so they cannot easily follow the results of research on the benefits of honey consumption.
The significance of the size of the family, i.e. whether the respondents live alone or with their children or parents, greatly affects the consumption of honey. The research conducted in this study confirms the theses of Ćirić et al. (2015) that increased concern for the health of the family members generates consumption of honey.
The level of education is the next significant consumption factor. On the one hand, the higher education level is in correlation with the high professional status, as well as the awareness of consumers about the medical and nutritional characteristics of honey.
The results of the study show that honey consumers in all three analyzed countries have a high level of education, which is in agreement with the conclusions of Pocol (2012), Pocol and Balboca (2013), Ismaiel et al. (2014) and Ćirić et al. (2015) . Unlike the results obtained by these authors, Yeow et al. (2013) concluded that consumers with higher education consume honey in the high percentage, but their motives are different. The amount of income is a very important consumption factor that can be considered from two aspects -as a budget constraint and as a factor of readiness to pay the premium price for certified quality honey.
Regarding budget constraints, the majority of respondents in Italy have an average household income in the range of 1,000 to 4,000 euros, in Romania up to 1000 euros, and in Serbia, the majority of households have an income in the range of 501-1000 euros (39.4%) and 1001-2000 euros (36.4%). The study found that respondents are sensitive to the price (Murphy et al., 2000) , stating that it is an expensive product (Prais and Houthakker, 1971; Pocol, 2012 Therefore, this research showed that the educational level, the amount of income and the size of the family, i.e. whether the consumers live in the household with children and parents, represent the main characteristics of consumers, which influence their behavior. Among the respondents in Italy, Romania and Serbia, the consumption of honey is increasing with the increase of these parameters. Considering that respondents in all three countries state that they spend 5-10 euros per kg in average, we conclude that there is no correlation between the key characterristics of honey consumers and the price they pay for honey. The results of the research show that non-price factors of demand are of higher importance. This conclusion is in accordance with the statements of the respondents that they have healthy nutrition and exercise, i.e. the lifestyle determines honey consumption. Primary motives for buying honey are the taste of honey and the awareness that it is healthy and quality food. Buyers who buy honey throughout the year are predominant, but those buyers who buy honey in winter for health reasons are also statistically significant.
The results of the study have shown that there is a similarity between the respondents who use honey and those who do not, which led us to the conclusion that demographic and economic characteristics do not affect decisions related to the consumption of honey. The main reasons why honey is not bought are the lack of habit or health contraindications.
Finally, to increase the consumption of honey among the respondents of all levels of education, income and age, it will be necessary to find the way to attract these consumers or to identify their preferences. The results of previous studies showed that honey is a source of easily-digestible simple sugars, proteins, acids, amino acids, minerals and a number of other elements, such as pigments, phenolic compounds, colloids, sugar alcohol and vitamins. Nowadays, honey products are being developed as nutritional health supplements, since honey has beneficial effects on human health.
On the other hand, its consumption is individually determined and consumers make purchase decisions on their own needs. For this reason, consumer education will be necessary, and in this process, the media and medical workers will have to change their current role. This means, they will have to promote a healthy lifestyle and nutrition and be the advocates of the adoption of heal-thy eating habits. 
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